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First Interview with Acam Yarmelinsky - 11. November 1964 


Kennedy Oral nistory Project Daniel Blisberg, Interviewer 


τ ἔρις Adan. can you tell us sen.cihing about when ged how you 


SeCa.c sssoCiuted with Kcensegy. | oelteve it was during the Caden ἐγτὴν 
MERMOLINSKY: [τ was Guring che campaign, after the Los Angeles ΜΕΝ 

vention. δοΐογο the convention, i had been in touch with Harris Wofiard, 

wnoO was an assistant to Senator Kennedy at the time. [πῶσ known Harris 


for a number of years, and he had suggested that | might oecome ἰωνοϊν in 
the campaign even before the convention. | was practicing law τῆσ end 


consulting for philanthropic Foundations, and ! hé indicatec δὴ intercse} 


but in fact no meeting was arranged with the Senator. It wasn't until etter 
Los Angeles, scmetime in early August | think, that Harris οος hold ci ne 
and | agreed to become involvea in the campaign on ἃ voiuntcer oasis. Tre 


first thing that | did, es | recall, was to write a soeech for Scastor 


Kennedy in the foreian policy area. (lo puzzled. | don't recal!i whether fi 
y ρ Υ , 


was a speech for Senator Kennedy or sosstoly a speecn for Chester Scwles 


concerning τῷ Keanedy foreign poiicy record. {t was based on tne co 
lection of soeeches in the foreign policy area which either had Seen puo- 

lished or was adout to be publisned. Immediately thereafter, | was ᾿νοῦ 
in the Civil Rights part of the campaign. Within the first few cays 4 


that began, in the course of my first meeting with Sargent Shriver was 


Was overseeing both the Civil Rights and other parts of the cempai¢ . woes li, 
We GO ἰὼ taiking about urban affairs. As 1 recall, ! voluntecree ta “νας 


tO puc together an urban affairs unit for the campaign. After preparing 


ς momoresdum, | mec with Shriver on it, we went ahead with it. Tac 
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YRAMOLINSKY: Yes. 
E€LLSBERG: Perhaps .we should move backward to tne episode that toox 
siace just derore tne SKYSOLT affair, namely, cho Cuban crisis. 
4 VAQIMOLENISKY: | doatt know wnat | can contribute on the Cuvéen crisis. 
| heard about it from McNamara, tne morning after the aiscovery weds MEGe. 
C1}S$328G: The photograpns were taken on Sunday, October 14, and τοῦ > 
were interpreted on Monday, October 15. McNamara was told Monday evening. 
VARMOLINGSKY: | think | was told Tuescay morninag. 
FLISBERS: D0 you remember the occasion? 
YARMOLINSSY: Well | happened to be in McNamara's office and he Wes rushing 
off to the White House. He ‘ndicated that there was trouble. 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember his tone, his words? 
VARMOLIESKY: No. He was gravely concerned. 
FLLSSE2G: To put this in perspective, can you remember occasions wnen 
you woula say You had seen commotion expressed by McNamara over international 
events? | 
VASMOLINSKY: Well [ suppose this was the point at which there was the 
gravest concern. | didnit talk to him about Cuba, except afterviards, and he 
? 
was greatly distressed about the failure of the Administration to hanele the 
thing properly, but +his was more in retrospect. The point at which he was 
most concerned was after Major Anderson had been shot down, and just berore 


the next round, the last round of messages. 


S_LSSERC: Tnat's very interesting. 


VASMGLINSKY: He felt that either the Russians were not getting the 


signals, or they were deciding to escalate. ΠΣ Rs Soe et Te 
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cCLLSZErG: Oo you remanser nis initial reaction regarding US solicy 


wnen tne missiles were discsoverad? 
VARMOLINS“Y: | co not. 
ELLSEERG: Was it you who told me that his first reaction was tat it 


WwaS a mistake ror Kennedy to have made the oublic commitment? 


YARMOLINSKY: This was an early reaction but | don't remember how early. 
’ 

-LESZERG: | think you said it was the First thing you remember nia 
saying when he told you about the missiles. However, now he is resorted by 
some to have had the attitude earlier that these missiles constituted no 
9sarticular additional threat to the US. 

YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 

ELLScERG: It is reported that he feit it really was not urgent for the 
US to move to get them out of there. 

YARMOLINSKY: As a military tnreat, that's right. [τ was political, not 
military. 

ELLSPERG: Right. What was nis feeling on the politica! side? 

YARMOLINS<Y: {| think he felt that particulerly because of the President's 


commitment, the installation of these missiles presented a political problem 
f 
that we had to deal with. 


ELLS3ERG: This still allows for the sossibdility of dealing with them in 


ways that would leave them there in the end. Did he feel that it was almost 


an essential, politically, to get them out? 


VARMOLINSKY: ἃ think so, but { coubt that he hac 6 cioses Mince on it. 


FLLSBERG: After the first day he told you about them, did he discuss 
with you the deliberations that were going on that subsequent week, before 


the affair was over? 


ΜΑΣ Ο ΠΟῪ Only ta fragnentary fashion. de did, a little; Giisccric 
did, a tittle; as | was involved ia various fact~findinag. 

TLUSRE2S: So you renumber Gilpatric's attitude? 
$ YASMGLENSKY: No, ἃ think Gilpatric was more or less rollowing the“ 


McNemare line, not taking en independent position. 


FLiSB=RG: Incidentally, in studying the Cuban crisis |} found that among 


high-level staff peopie tnere was a strong impression that McNamara hac becn 
in favor or doing nothing. | discovered that all this seemed to de Soscd on 
the opinion that they constituted no military threat. 

YVARMOLINS“Y: That's very shallow. 

ELLS222G: 1 think it was simply inferred from that, that ke was in 
favor of coing nothing. 


YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 


τὶ 


side. Of course, it wouldn't follow at all that he meant to do nothing. 
YARMOLENSKY: That's right. 
FLLSSERG: 1 suspect by the way that the attitude of the President end 
Bobby Kennedy was the same, that they didn't constitute a military threat. 
VARMOLINSKY: [In fact, | don't think they did consti fute a military 
threat. 
“LLSSERG: | think that's a pretty sound position. When dic you get 
some assignments in that connection? 


VARMOLINS“Y: | think within 24 hours he designated vohn Me 


and me as his counsels, and we had a number of specific assignments, sucn 


as preparing memoranda. The assignment that | remember being designated 


LLSBERG: There is no evidence as to what he was proposing on che soticy 


4 


‘ tee 
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was cefining the querantine zone. [| don't know whether it was Jonn or | 
who cama up with the notion of the two circles, one in Havana and one on 


the two enas of Cuba. . ᾿ 


ELLSSERG: Then later, as | remember, you were dealing with the aroplem 


of extending the blockade of Cuba, were you not? | remember we had ὁ frantic 


[2 


day, when crowds of people were coming into your office and briering you on, 


the effects of the petroleum blockade. 


YARMOLIEUSKY: Yes, that's right. We orepared a paper on wrat would be 


the conseauences of extending the biockade other than in missiles. 


ELLSZERG: Can you remember anything duriag the week of whet you sew 


of the evolving attitudes or expectations of any of the principals? 


YARMOLIHSKY: { know that there was great concern amone the military 
being directed in this extraordinary degree of detail by civilians. there 


was a good deal of resentment, particularly by Admiral Anderson. 
ELLSSERG: Did you really hear any of the inside? 
YARMGLINSKY: Only secondhand, 


τ ~— ELLS3ERG: Did you have an impression at various points as to how 


McNamara or Giipatric thought it was going to come out? καὶ 


YARMOLINSKY: [| think they were reasonably confident until Major Anderson 


was snor down. 
 ELLSBERG: Were you reading the letters from Khrushchev as they ceme 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
ELLSSERG: Had you read the Friday night letter dated October 26th? 


Co you rememoer when you read it? 


. . @ whe yw’ foes 


YASMOLINSKY: | can't sort them out. 
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CLSSERG: tt was a tong letter in which he suggested that if we were 


tO give a guarantee Of non-invasion of Tuba, there would no foncer 56 any 
necessity ror tne missiles in Cube. 

VARMOLINSSY: And that was followed by a ietter on Saturday morning in 
which he sort of took back what he offered on Friday. 


ELLSSERG: He suggested that there be a trade for missiles in 


YARMOLINSKY: ‘Yes. 

ELLSSERG: Do you remember discussion of the Turkish missile trade 
earlier on? 

YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 

ELLSBERG: We had been expecting that offer earlier. 

YARMOLINSXY: [τ was particularly ironic because we planned to take 
them out anyway. 

FLLS3ERG: Yes. Did you hear anything of the President's attitude on 
that? He was apparently very irritated that they were not already out. 

YARMOLINSKY: No, | don't remember hearing that. 

ELLS2°RG: At any rate the Friday night letter probably generated a 
good desi οἵ optimism. 

YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 

cLLSSERG: Do you remember the events of Saturday which involved first 
a meeting of the EXCOM to discuss the Friday night letter, which was hopeful. 
in the course of that meeting, they received two very disturbing pieces of 
invormation: the Saturday morning letter mentioning the Turkish bases, 
anc | believe it was during the morning meeting that they heard that Major 


Anderson's plane was missing. They still did not know that he had been shot 
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dower, It was not until about one o'clock thac they were pretty sure it nad 
been shot down. Bo you renember the events of the day? 
YARHOLINSKY: No, | don't. 


ZLLSS22G: That was the first firing that had been done on one of dur 


-- 


$ - 


planes. 

VARMOLINSKY: Yes. 

ELLSBERG: Can you remember any details about the reaction tract would 
be worth recording? 

YARMOLINSKY: They were meeting in the White House, and | was attending 
to various odds and ends in the Pentagon. 

SLLSBE2G: Did you see McNamara's mood? 

YARMOLINSKY: | saw him that evening because we lived in tne Pentagon. 
We slept there and John McNaughton and | took turns sleeping in on alternate 
nights. We ate dinner as well as lunch tn the Pentagon. 

FLLS3ERG: How did McNamara show emotion? 

YARMOLINSKY: [In expression of concern and in looking grave. 

ELLSBERG: Can you remember other occasions in your experience with 
McNamara when he had shown a good deal of emotion? 

YARMOLINSKY: Oh, annoyence about difficulties on the Hil during the 
course of the TFX or some other hearings. 


CLLSS220: The EXCOM met in the evening and this was after not ony 


Major Anderson had been shot down, but they had fired on several of our other 


low-flying recon planes. 
YASMOLINSKY: Didn't we get the information during the night that several 


of the freighters were dead in the water? ws ea 


9 € 
ὟΝ ‘ Ν 
ELLS8E2G: Mo, that was actually earlier -=- on Friday night. 
YARMOLINSKY: This was encouraging news. Of course, one of the things 


that we discovered was that this apparently accurate information aoout where 
΄ 4 

yall the boats were was very inaccurate. «ost of them were tramp steamers 
and they would have reported in several weeks previously. Tney vould have 
been sighted going through the Black Sea or something, and the predictea . 
arrival at a particular point might be off by several days. So tne chart 
showing all the boats parading across the ocean purporting to have their 
exact location, until they came within the zone, was a very inaccurate chart. 


ELLS8ERG: “Was this experience in Cuba the first real friction between 


Anderson and McNamara? 
YARMOLINSKY: | don't know. 
ELLS@ERG: Didn't it leave considerable scars on both sides? 
YARMOLINS?Y: Yes, in my judgment [| think it did. 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember your reactions on Sunday morning regarcing 
Cuba? Do you remember how you sot the news that Kiirushchev had capitulated? 


"᾽ 


YARMOLINSKY: No, | don't. I think I may have gotten it from McX\amara. 

ELLSBERG: Do you recall his attitude? 

YARMOLINSKY: Just exaltation. 

ELLSBERG: Very noticeable? 

YVARMOLINSKY: Yes. 

ELLSBERG: Looking back over the sweep of four years, which inciuced a 
sood many crises οἵ different inteasity, would you say that to the priscisais 
Cuba seemed extraordinarily different in intensity from other situations? 


YARMOLINSKY: Yes, definitely so. Pan 
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CLESRERG: Much more than during any time in the Berlin crisis? 
YVASMOLINS“SY: Yes, although | wasa't as much tnavolved in the eerlin 

crisis. {| was out in Aspen at the time that the 8erlin Wall was built? 
ELLSBER2G: Well, that was not regarded as a crisis. 


YARYOLIMSKY: No. 


ELLS8E8G: Apparently by the Administration? / 


YAAMOLIMSKY: No. 


FLLSSERG: | ask this because so far as the early stages of Cusa were 


concerned, namely, the period of uncertainty tn August end September as to 
whether they would put missiles in there, and then the earliest indications 
that they were putting:them in, ny impression now is that these stages did 
not differ so much from periods that were reproduced almost every month or 
so. One result of that is | find that people find it fairly hard to remember 
that period because it doesn't stand out in their memories. 

YARMOLINSKY: My recollection is this was ἃ degree of crisis hicner not 
just in degree, but different in quality because it was so high in degree 
from any other crisis. 

ELLSBERG: 1 see. Were you involved in the closing fout of the Cuban 

᾿ 

YVARMOLINSSY: Yes, in trying to devise ways to get on-site inszection 
or to get the equivalent of on-site inspection. One of the suggestions that 
Fubini made, for instance, was thar we SMould take the electronic signeture 
of the ships without the missiles, and then the electronic signature of the 
ships with the missiles by low-flying planes. (It didn't work because missiles 


don't have a distinctive electronic signature. 
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ΕΙ τβελο: You are talking about radar? 
YARMOLINSZY: Well, | don't think it is radar. [t was a very ingenious 
technical idea that didn't quite work. 


ELLSBERG: This was to see if the ships were carrying miss.les? . 


YVARMOLINSZY: Yes. 


ELLS* iG: Oo you remember your own attitudes during the crisis of hew 


you thought it would turn out, and what you thought the West should be doing? 
YARMOLINSKY: Well, | was scared. 
ELLSBERG: Scared of what? 
YVARMOLINSKY: Scared of escalation into something worse, maybe a lot 
worse. --- ; ἮΝ 
FLLSBERG: Through’what proccss? 
YARMOLINSKY: Increase in violence, a response which again increased 
in violence. 
FLLSBERG: | mean specifically. Had you thought through the ways? 
YARMOLINSKY: No, | hadn't. 
ELLSBERG: As of Saturday, do you remember what your expectation was 
as to whether we would be knocking out the missiles in the next couple of 
days? . | é 
VARMOLINSKY: No, [ didn't really have any expectations one way or che 
other. | 
=LLSSERG: Do you think McNamara did? 
YARMOLINSKY: No, | think he kept an open mind. | was very much tavolyac 


. In the post-Cuba period in watching over all the utterances that came out 


of here to see that nothing was said that could get us inte political trouble... 


a 


| 


} 
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ELLSBERG: What could have gotten us into political trouble? 


VAS ae 


RMOLINSKY: Well, you remember that UcNamara decision to go on nadtion-~ 


wide television and show that the missiles had in fact peen taken out. , 


ELLSSERG: Was chat a McNamara decision, or did the White House make 


t 


that decision? 


- 


YARMCLINSKY: [τ was McNamara's decision, with the Presiaent's aporoval. 
nw 
But it was McNamara's initiative. ‘{ was away on the day that he made the 


decision, but then ! was involved in helping him prepare for the show, end 


in the sort of public affairs treatment of the aftermath. You remember 


Keating said that he knew that missiles were scill there and so forth. 
Senator Keating in fact mis-stated the basic facts on which 1:5 based his 
claims. I! think ne talked about concrete not having been broken up, and 
in fact the pads he was talking about didn't have concrete they had gravel 
which you do not break up, or vice versa. Then there was the great con- 
troversy. You remember McNamara said in that TV show that Cuba did not con- 
stitute a threat for a center of subversion in the US. He said it because 
he wanted to put Cuba back in perspective. He was widely criticized for 
saying it, but he said it really to protect the Presidenty and to try to get 
back to somewhere near the position we had been in the previous June, before 
the President made all these commitments. 

CLLSBERG: Yes. Do you remember what had led him to have the TV show? 

YARMOLINS&Y: Because there were so many claims that we hadn't gotten 
the missiles out. 

ELLSSERG: Why did he fee! that it was essential to take tnis step? 


, 
™ fo Tew od 
- > 


“YARMOLINSKY: Publi-. confidence in the United States. 


τ ἢ 


ΚΙ 
“Ἢ 


FLLSBERG: Did he feel it was ἃ success arterwards? 


ELLSBERG: A good idea? 


YARMOLINSKY: Yes, | think he did. [It did result in some signivicant 
losses in intellicence gotentia!. It told the Russians how much we ancw 


about cratology. 


=LLSBERC: f+ rold about tne crates. 


YARMOLINSSY: Yes, about cratology. ‘nat voe Carroil, Head οἵ CIA 
calls cratology, and 1 think he told me they started using difrerent crates. 


FILSBRERG: Wasn't there a good deal of resistance dy the Intellicence 


4 


Community to this? ; 
YARMOLIHSKY: I'm sure there was, and oarticularly 1 think oy MeCone. 


ELLS8ERG: There was also the question of organization in there of 


DOD/DIA doing it rather than CIA? 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 


CLLSBERG: [ understand that this was done on very short notice «if tnouct 


clearing it with CIA. 
YARMOLINSKY: It was done on very short notice. rt was clearead with tne 

President. | am sure CIA was involved, but to whet extent | do not Know. 
SLLS322G: The whole Administration nas seen criticized for deing 260 

wiliing to use intelligence ‘nformation for what you would cal] national 

objectives, or for solitical ourposes. Did you ever enter fato eny discucsic 

on that? | 

"> VARMOLINSKY: | don't think it comes up in 4 genera | context. It's 


a question in each specific case of whether it's more important to srovece 


+ 


“he inrormation or ro cer the resilfe vain aer ne rolanecinag 


ZLLS35RG: Now the point was often made that althouga the television 


show was fascinating, many viewers were left with the impression thet altnough 
there might not be missiles there, they were rmoressed by how πολ tnere was 
there, wnich they Aau now scen more clearly than before; whicn, to some extent 
gave a vivid picture of Soviet presence. 

VARMOLINSK YT: Soviet presence in Cuba. . 


“1193220: Soviet strength in Cuba. 


VARMOLINSKY: | hadn't heard that criticism. OF course jt ¢S$ true. 


TLLSBERG: Another aspect is that in looking into this, it is really 


quite difficult to make what can 5e called a conclusive case tnat some 


missiles were not left behind. In fact, that's very difficult to prove. 
YARMOLINSZY: [et is difficuit to prove. 
CLLSBERG: i'm almost surprised in the light of that, that “c.enara 


took that job on so forcefully. de, in effect, involved himself 
which could just possibly have been shown to be wrong. 
YARMOLINSKY: True, bu. he felt that [ἢ was nolitically necessary to 
do so. 
ELLSBERG: What did he think the costs would be of aot doing so? 
. f 
YARMOLINSKY: { suppose deterioration of national unity and public 


confidence in the Administration. 


FLLSBE2G: Did you take any part in any of the discussions of wnat to 


do if a U-2 were shot down? 


VAMOLENS OY: | did discuss it, but | don't rememoer wnetner i discussed 


“+ before an official or semi-official gathering. 


FLLSBERG: Then there was the issue of getting Soviet troops out of 


mn assertions, 


‘wee 


Cusc, and trying τὸ get essurcnce From “hrushchey that he would do chis. 
Looking back at the Say or Pigs, vou said thet McNamara nad said that ἢ 
felt chat that hacn't been nandted riche. 

fARMOLINSXY: Ha never made any statements about it to me. He sim 
said he wasn't going to talk sdout it. 

cLLSSERG: Bo you think he feit very personally involved? 


YARMOLERS SY: | 


chink he felt responsi 


ia to a degree. 


ELESBERG: Did that leave the scars on aim that 

YARMOLENS<Y: What kind of scars? 

ELLSSERG: A feeling that they personally had made grave mistak 

YARMOLINSXY: | think that it left on these people a feeling th 
had, in a sense, been taken in. They had put too much confidence in 
starfs, in the professionais, and they wouldn't do that again. 
want to get the facts themselves. 


ly 


ic did on some others? 


They would 


